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Women’s Birth in Pure Land as Women
Intimations From the Letters of Eshinni
James C. Dobbins
ONE OF THE EXCITING MOMENTS in Shin Buddhist scholarship dur- ing the twentieth century was the discovery in 1921 of the “ Letters of Eshinni’* (Eshinni monjo).' These are a collection of ten brief letters 
written in the thirteenth century by Eshinni (1182—1268?), the wife of 
Shinran (1173-1263). At the time they were found, Japan had entered a 
period of critical scholarship in which the luminary figures of Japanese 
history were coming under close scrutiny. There existed, for instance, a 
scholarly debate over the facts of Shinran’s life. Sectarian biographies 
of him were so embellished that it was not clear what could be trusted 
in them and what should be dismissed. A few historians even began to 
question Shinran’s very historicity. They tended to reject the sectarian 
biographies as apocryphal, and they concluded that there was little way 
to know who exactly Shinran was or if he ever existed.2
* This paper was originally presented at the Biennial Conference o f  the International 
Association o f  Shin Buddhist Studies, Berkeley, California, in August, 1991. Parts of 
the paper are drawn from my forthcoming book, Letters o f  the Nun Eshinni: Images 
o f  Pure Land Buddhism in M edieval Japan.
1 The letters were first published under the title Eshinni mon jo ,  but they have also ap­
peared as Eshinni shosoku and Eshinni shokan.
2 The major proponents o f the hypothesis that Shinran never existed (Shinran mas- 
satsuron) were Tanaka Yoshinari and Yashiro Kuniji. Concerning this controversy, see 
Mori RyOkichi, ed., Shinran wa ika ni ikita ka  (Tokyo: Kddansha, 1980), pp. 14-25.
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The discovery of Eshinni’s letters in 1921 laid to rest all doubts about 
Shinran’s historicity.3 They not only confirmed his existence, but also 
revealed several key episodes in his life. From that time Eshinni’s let­
ters were woven into the warp and woof of scholarship on Shinran. 
They give crucial information about his life, and virtually every 
biography of Shinran today contains references to them. Moreover, 
several passages in the letters have relevance to Shin doctrinal studies, 
as ancillary evidence for statements made in Shinran’s writings or as 
clarifications of his ideas. Eshinni’s letters have thus entered the schol­
arly world as the handmaiden of Shinran studies, and they are ana­
lyzed and interpreted primarily in the light of issues revolving around 
him.
The incorporation of Eshinni’s letters into Shinran studies has 
benefited the scholarly world greatly by providing a more balanced and 
accurate understanding of Shinran’s life and thought, but at the same 
time it has skewed the perception of the letters themselves. Passages in 
them dealing with Shinran tend to be stressed, whereas those less 
relevant to Shinran are usually undervalued or ignored. But if looked 
at apart from the selective filter of Shinran’s writings, the letters can 
provide an image of Shin Buddhism as it was actually lived and prac­
ticed in the thirteenth century. This is in contrast to the idealized image 
found in doctrinal works. This distinction between idealized religion 
and practiced religion is important because there is a widespread ten­
dency to mistake the religious ideal presented in the great doctrinal 
treatises for the historical reality of how religion was actually prac­
ticed. This is not the case. Throughout history there has been a disjunc­
tion between idealized and practiced religion. Needless to say, idealized 
religion informs and shapes practiced religion, and practiced religion 
likewise modifies and redefines idealized religion. At any particular mo­
ment, however, there tends to be a discrepancy between the two. In 
such circumstances, the ideal should not be mistaken for practiced reali­
ty. Hence, when looking at religious documents one needs to be mind­
ful of whether they are prescriptive or descriptive in nature—that is,
3 The letters were discovered by Washio KyOdd during an inventory o f  the archives 
o f  the Nishi Honganji in 1921. Washio published the letters two years later in both pho­
tographic reproduction and edited form under the title Eshinni m onjo no kenkya 
(Kyoto: ChQgai Shuppan, 1923).
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whether they project an idealized view of religious life or present obser­
vations of its actual practice.
The vast majority of Shinran’s writings contain an idealized view of 
religion, although a more practical view can be found in some of his let­
ters and in miscellaneous passages from other works. Shin sectarian stu­
dies, grounded primarily in Shinran’s doctrinal writings, tend to make 
the idealized view of religion its stock and trade. Historical studies, on 
the other hand, are more concerned with how religion was in fact prac­
ticed. Eshinni’s letters lend themselves in many ways to historical analy­
sis more than to doctrinal investigation. There are a few passages in 
them with doctrinal value, but by and large the letters are descriptive in 
nature—reports of famine and sickness, thank you messages, com­
ments about servants, complaints of old age, and reflections on death 
and the afterlife, besides the passages dealing with Shinran per se. In 
this respect, the letters constitute a rich source on daily life in medieval 
Japan, and provide a picture, fragmentary though it may be, of how 
religion was lived then, apart from the idealized image appearing in 
doctrinal works. It is this down-to-earth, pragmatic religious life, espe­
cially as it relates to women and Shin Buddhism, which is the focal 
point of this examination of the Eshinni monjo.
Before addressing the question of women and Shin Buddhism, it 
would be good to get an overview of the content of Eshinni’s letters 
and to understand the circumstances in which they were written. The 
letters were composed between 1256, when Eshinni was seventy-five 
years old, and 1268, when she was eighty-seven. They were sent to her 
daughter Kakushinni (1224-1283), who was living in Kyoto with Shin­
ran. Generally speaking, the letters can be divided into three groups 
based on subject matter. The first consists of Letters I and II, the two 
earliest ones. Both were written a couple of months apart in 1256, and 
both are legal documents known as yuzurijo, “ letters of transfer or be­
quest.”  In them Eshinni granted her daughter ownership of a number 
of servants, or genin, who were in her possession.4 The servants were 
living with Eshinni in Echigo province at the time, and were presum­
ably to go to Kakushinni’s in Kyoto after her death. They were apparent­
ly to be Kakushinni’s inheritance from her mother. These two letters
4 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 183-86. TSSZ is an abbreviation for Tei- 
hon Shinran ShOnin zenshQ, 9 vols. (Kyoto: HOzOkan, 1969-70).
110
DOBBINS: WOMEN’S BIRTH IN PURE LAND
were preserved no doubt because they were legal documents giving 
Kakushinni right to the servants. Names of some of these servants ap­
pear again in later letters, so glimpses into their Eves and experiences 
are also possible through the letters.
The second group in the collection consists of Letters III-VI. They 
were all written in 1263—two of them, and probably even a third, writ­
ten on the same day (second month, tenth day). These letters are the 
ones that focus on Eshinni’s husband, Shinran. They were apparently 
written in response to her daughter’s letter notifying her of Shinran’s 
death and perhaps expressing concern over whether Shinran had been 
born in Pure Land. Letters III and V are fairly lengthy, and they 
describe events from Shinran’s younger days. These two letters are the 
ones most intensively studied and widely cited by Shinran scholars. 
They contain an account of Shinran’s departure from the Buddhist 
monastic complex on Mount Hiei and his seclusion at the Rokkakudd 
temple in Kyoto where ShOtoku Taishi (574-622), the revered promul­
gator of Buddhism in Japan, appeared to him in a vision;3 and also an 
account of an illness Shinran had in 1231 during which he had a 
religious realization of the futility of human efforts aimed at winning 
personal salvation for themselves.6  These two letters, needless to say, 
have become standard material in most studies of Shinran today. 
When biographies of Shinran or doctrinal works cite Eshinni’s letters, 
in most cases they refer to one of these two letters, but seldom to 
others. The extreme care with which scholars have analyzed these let­
ters is reflected in their treatment of a single word appearing in Letter 
III: dOsd or “ hall priest.” In a postscript Eshinni casually remarked 
that her husband had served as a d&sO on Mount Hiei prior his depar­
ture.7 Shinshu scholars locked onto this word and scoured Buddhist 
sources of the period to identify the status and activities of dOsO. They 
thereby sought to gain insight into Shinran’s religious background and 
early training. Overall, this group of letters reveals Eshinni’s utmost 
reverence for her husband. That reverence is exemplified in a dream 
recorded in Letter III in which she perceived Shinran to be a manifesta­
tion of the Bodhisattva Kannon.* It is not surprising that this group of
5 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 186-88.
6 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 194-96.
7 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 186.
1 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 188-91.
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letters has become the crux of the entire collection for the ShinshO 
which reveres Shinran as its founder.
The third group in the collection includes Letters VII-X. These four 
were written between 1264 and 1268—that is, several years after Shin- 
ran’s death and during Eshinni’s own twilight years. This group, cited 
far less frequently than the previous one, relates the day-to-day 
experiences and events of Eshinni’s life. The letters describe her own at­
tempts to deal with the ravages of old age, including feeblemindedness 
and periods of chronic diarrhea.9 She also reflects on the strong bond 
she feels with her children, and longs for news of her grandchildren.10 
In all four letters she touches briefly on hardships, especially of famine 
and epidemic, and she mentions the names of servants, many of them 
children, who died during the worst periods.11 She is also preoccupied 
in two letters with having a Buddhist monument (sotoba) built before 
she dies, and she implores her children to have it erected if she dies be­
fore it is in place.12 Finally, there are brief references to the next life, to 
the paradise she will be bom into after death, where the darkness and 
hardships of this world will be behind her.13 These four letters, more 
than the others, present a graphic picture of life in the thirteenth centu­
ry and a palpable image of Eshinni’s hopes and disappointments, her 
religious aspirations and ordinary desires.
9 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 204, 208.
10 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 200, 202, 207, 209, 210-11, 213.
11 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 199, 203,205, 211. Also, see pp. 191-92, 
193.
12 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 199, 201-202.
13 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 209-10.
14 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 209-210.
From the letters it is not possible to construct a comprehensive pic­
ture of Eshinni’s religious life, but the general contours of it can be dis­
cerned. For one thing, it is clear that Eshinni was influenced by themes 
found in Shinran’s teachings. The primary religious practice in her life 
was the nembutsu. She considered it the crucial act leading to birth in 
Pure Land, and she urged Kakushinni and her attendant Wakasa to 
practice the nembutsu so they would be bom there too.14 Though the 
nembutsu is simple in performance, it seems certain that Eshinni did 
not view it mechanistically, as a mere magical formula for salvation.
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Had she done so, it is unlikely that she would have included in her writ­
ings the famous passage found in Letter V: the account of Shinran’s 
sickness, his chanting of the “ Larger Pure Land Sutra”  (MuryOjukyQ), 
and his abandonment of such endeavors in favor of simple reliance on 
Amida Buddha.19 This abandonment of jiriki, self-effort, no doubt un­
dergirded Eshinni’s own practice of the nembutsu. When she invoked 
Amida’s name, or urged others to do so, she conceived of it not as an 
act of her own doing but as an expression of the bond between her and 
Amida.
The heightened awareness of impermanence (mujokan), so character­
istic of medieval Japan, figures prominently in Eshinni’s letters also, 
and it coalesces well with her religious views. The letters are filled with 
examples of suffering and tribulation: references to illness, famines, epi­
demics, and death. For instance, in Letters III and IV Eshinni states 
that the previous year’s crop disaster had left everyone in her area in 
dire straits and that two of her own field servants had died. She ex­
presses fears that she too would starve in the ensuing famine.15 6 Letter 
VIII also indicates that Eshinni was forced to move from her previous 
residence, presumably because of the famine, and that many of 
her servants had run away.17 Letters IX and X reveal that a number 
of household servants, including several that she had bequeathed to 
Kakushinni in Letters I and II, had died during a fever epidemic.18 19 The 
fever seems to have taken a greater toll among children, though adults 
fell victim to it also. One other servant that Eshinni mentions had had a 
protrusion on her head for over ten years and was in serious condi­
tion.19 All these details suggest that Eshinni’s world was fraught with 
uncertainty and visible affliction. It was in this context that the Bud­
dhist doctrine of suffering and impermanence rang truest and that the 
Pure Land teachings had widespread appeal.
15 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 194-96.
16 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 191-93.
17 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 201.
” Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 205, 211.
19 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 212.
Eshinni’s religious views are derived completely from the Pure Land 
teachings, but they do not necessarily reflect the idealized views found 
in some Shin Buddhist doctrines. Eshinni’s understanding of Pure
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Land can be inferred from a passage in Letter X written to her daugh­
ter Kakushinni:
Indeed, how I wish there could be one more time for me to see 
you and for you to see me while [I am] now in this world. I 
myself will be going to the paradise (gokuraku) very soon. 
There everything can be seen without any darkness, so be sure 
to say the nembutsu and come to the paradise to be with me. 
Indeed, when we go to the paradise and meet again, nothing 
whatsoever will be in darkness.20 21
20 Eshinni shokan t TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 209-10.
21 OjbybshQ, SSZ, 1:729, 757. SSZ is an abbreviation for Shinsha shOgyO zensho, 5 
vols. (Kyoto: KOkyO Shorn, 1941-42).
22 M o-ho chih-kuan, TD, 46:54; Sokushin jobutsugi, TD, 77:381-84; and Liu-tsu 
Da-shih fa-pao t ’an-ching, TD, 48:356. TD is an abbreviation for TaishO shinsha 
daizOkyO, 85 vols. (Tokyo: TaishO IssaikyO KankOkai, 1924-32).
In many ways Eshinni’s views are unsophisticated and naive. They 
depict Pure Land as a resplendent realm separate from this world. Life 
here is veiled in darkness and filled with tribulation. By contrast, Pure 
Land, gleaming in Amida’s radiance, is where all darkness is dispelled 
and where people are reunited with loved ones. What Eshinni is express­
ing here is the traditional Pure Land sentiment of onri edo ( “ weariness 
with this tainted world” ) and gongu jOdo ( “ longing for Pure Land” ) 
from the OjOyOshU,lx This is in contrast to the nondualistic view of the 
world often emphasized in MahayAna Buddhism.
In Mahayana the highest realization occurs when dualistic categories 
and discriminative thought are transcended. The differentiation of en­
lightenment from ignorance, Nirvana from Samsara, or Buddha from 
self is perceived as a humanly contrived distortion of reality. True 
awakening occurs when such differentiating ceases. This emphasis on 
nondualism can be found in a vast variety of Buddhist doctrines. The 
Tendai idea that “ the three-thousand spheres of reality are contained 
in a single moment of thought” (ichinen sanzen), the Shingon concept 
of “ attaining Buddhahood in this very body” (sokushin jObutsu), and 
the Zen dictum to “ perceive one’s true nature and become a Buddha” 
(kensho jobutsu^2  are all examples of it. It has appeared in the Pure 
Land tradition as well: for instance, in Genshin’s identification of this
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defiled world with Pure Land (shaba soku gokuraku)*3  and in Ippen’s 
idea that the nembutsu is a single timeless event in which the distinction 
between this world and Pure Land or between the believer and the Bud­
dha disappears.24 Also, Shinran’s concept of faith (shinjin) as the mind 
of Amida bestowed on and at work in the believer25 is in fact another 
example of Mahayana’s principle of nondualism. What is noteworthy 
about Eshinni’s letters is that none of these nondualistic ideals appear 
in them. Their absence should not be taken to mean that Eshinni would 
not approve of them at an abstract level. But at the level of personal 
experience she found it impossible to abrogate the differentiation of this 
world from Pure Land. For her, the difference between them was an 
existential reality, demonstrated by the host of hardships she encoun­
tered. Whatever the absolute truth may have been, the functional truth 
was that Pure Land is special and distinct from her day-to-day world. 
This is a clear-cut example of how idealized religion, expressed primari­
ly in Buddhist doctrine, is only a partial reflection of what practiced 
religion, lodged in everyday experience, is like.
25 Kanjin ryakuyOshQ, in Eshin SOzu zensha, vol. 5, ed. Hieizan Denshuin Eizan 
Gakuin (1927; rpt. Kyoto: Shibunkaku Shuppan, 1984), p. 288.
24 Ippen ShOnin goroku, in Ohashi ShunnO, ed., HOnen, Ippen, “ Nihon shisO tai- 
kei,” no. 10 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1971), pp. 310, 333.
25 KyOgyOshinshO, SSZ, 2:59-60, 61, 62.
M  Concerning the status o f  women in the medieval period, see Wakita Haruko, 
“ Marriage and Property in Premodern Japan From the Perspective o f  Women’s Histo­
ry,”  Journal o f  Japanese Studies 10:1 (Winter 1984): 73-99.
27 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 183-86.
This disjunction between idealized and practiced religion can be dis­
cerned in the topic of women and Pure Land Buddhism also. In 
addressing this topic, the first thing to note is that certain women in 
Japan’s medieval period had considerable independence and economic 
autonomy, more than their counterparts in the early modern period 
did.26 Eshinni herself is a vivid example of this fact. As the letters indi­
cate, she was living apart from her husband in Echigo province. This 
situation was not a result of divorce, but rather simply a case of 
separate residences. Eshinni inherited property and servants from her 
own family in Echigo, and she retired there to oversee her inheritance. 
She intended to leave part of her wealth to her daughter Kakushinni, as 
the two letters of bequest in the collection show.27 Kakushinni
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remained in Kyoto with Shinran and her own children, but the two 
women kept in close contact through letters. Both of these women were 
intelligent, assertive, and independent individuals. Kakushinni, for 
example, established the memorial chapel at Shinran’s grave site which 
eventually grew into the Honganji. She, in a sense, was the true found­
er of the temple. Eshinni, for her part, actively oversaw her property 
well into her eighties. The possessions mentioned in her letters suggest 
that she was generally better off than her husband Shinran, who was 
often dependent on religious followers for gifts and donations. It is 
noteworthy that Eshinni intended to leave her wealth to her children 
rather than to her husband. There is no doubt that she was autono­
mous from Shinran in administering her property.
Notwithstanding her involvements in property and family, Eshinni 
styled herself as a nun. The name Eshinni in fact means the “ Nun 
Eshin,”  and in two of her letters she explicitly refers to herself as ama, 
nun.28 Shinshfl depictions of Eshinni, which date back to the 1500s, 
portray her as wearing a nun’s habit and holding a Buddhist rosary.29 
Eshinni’s life style, however, seems a far cry from the classical image of 
a nun’s life presented, for example, in the closing chapters of the Heike 
monogatari ( “ Tale of Heike” ). It describes the withdrawal and seclu­
sion of the former empress Kenreimon’in (1155-1213) in the Jakkdin 
hermitage.30 She was the mother of the ill-fated boy emperor Antoku 
(1178-1185) who perished during the battle of Dannoura. The arche­
typal nun’s profile found there is for the woman—usually as a result 
of widowhood, old age, or some tragedy in her life—to take religious 
vows, cut off her hair, don clerical robes, withdraw into isolation, and 
live in simplicity and religious devotion. Needless to say, Eshinni’s life 
did not conform to this pattern. Her letters reveal her to be a powerful 
matriarch, deeply involved in her family and holding a firm hand over 
her household. There was, of course, a religious dimension to her life 
manifested in her practice of the nembutsu and her reflections on Pure 
Land and the next life. But this dimension did not displace her worldly
21 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 190, 212.
29 For example, see Fujistiima TatsurO, Shinran no tsuma, Eshinni Ko (Kyoto: 
HOzOkan, 1984), frontispiece.
M Takagi Ichinosuke et al., eds., Heike monogatari 4, “ Nihon koten bungaku tai- 
kei,** no. 33 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1975), pp. 423-42.
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involvements; rather, it emerged amid them. As current research on 
women and Buddhism is beginning to show, Eshinni’s example was not 
particularly a deviation from the typical nun’s life.31 32 Instead, it reflects 
a common and widespread pattern among devout Buddhist women in 
medieval Japan. The depiction of the nun in the Heike monogatari 
represents a more idealized image than the life actually lived by the 
majority of religious women. Here again, the disjunction between ideal­
ized and practiced religion becomes prominent. Eshinni’s mixing of 
nun’s guise and worldly concerns was, of course, in keeping with Shin- 
ran’s own repudiation of lay-cleric distinctions, summed up in his 
description of himself as “ neither priest nor layman” (hisO hizoku)*1 
To the extent that the Shinshfl arose from this newly articulated life 
style, its roots lie as much in practiced religion as in idealized religion.
31 Katsuura Noriko, “ Amasogi kO—Kamigata kara mita ama no sonzai keitai,”  in 
Shiriizu jo se i to BukkyO I, A m a to  amadera, ed. Osumi Kazuo and Nishiguchi Junko 
(Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1989), pp. 11-42, shows that from the Heian period on the num­
ber o f  full-fledged nuns in Japan was relatively small, whereas those living in ordinary 
circumstances as novice or self-styled nuns were considerably more.
32 KyOgyOshinshO, SSZ, 2:201.
33 MuryOjukyO, SSZ, 1:12.
Eshinni herself says nothing in her letters specifically about women’s 
birth in Pure Land, but there is a long tradition in Pure Land Bud­
dhism addressing the topic. The starting point is Amida’s thirty-fifth 
vow in the “ Larger Pure Land Sutra,”  which states:
Were I to attain Buddhahood, and yet if there were women in 
the countless inconceivable Buddha lands of the ten direc­
tions who, when they die, were again to be [born] in feminine 
form, even though they heard my name, had joy and faith, 
gave rise to the aspiration for enlightenment, and despised 
their female body, then I would not accept true enlighten­
ment.33
This vow, while giving women hope of birth in Pure Land, did so by 
relegating them to an inferior status. It is part of a misogynist strand of 
thought found throughout Buddhism, which was expanded and sys­
tematized into orthodox doctrine. Other ideas in this strand include the 
notion that women are bound by five obstructions (goshO or itsutsu no
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s a fa r i ) ,  one o f which is the inability to t me a fully enlightened Bud­
dha while in feminine form. Hence, there arose the assumption that 
women would have to become a man before they could attain highest 
enlightenment. This change into male form might occur through re­
birth or even through miraculous transformation.34 Because the thirty­
fifth vow is predicated on the idea o f gender-change, it has frequently 
been referred to as the “ vow on transformation into a male”  (henjo 
nanshi no gan).
The Chinese Pure Land master Shan-tao (613-81) was the major 
interpreter o f this vow influencing the Japanese. In his explication, he 
stated that women who rely on Amida’s vow and who practice the nem- 
butsu would, at death, be transformed into a man and thereupon wel­
comed into Pure Land, where enlightenment would occur.35 The vow 
was considered evidence that women are assured of enlightenment in 
Pure Land, but invariably the proviso was added that they must un­
dergo transformation in the process. Eshinni’s husband Shinran, who 
allowed personal religious experiences to alter his interpretation of 
scripture in other cases, remained fairly conventional in his doctrinal 
position on this particular issue. Among his wasan hymns are two that 
echo closely Shan-tao’s views:
Because o f the depth of Amida’s compassion,
He made manifest his inconceivable Buddha wisdom: 
He established the vow on transformation into a male,
And promised that women would attain Buddhahood.36
Were they not to rely on Amida’s name,
Even if millions o f eons should pass, 
Because they are not freed from the five obstructions,
How could women’s bodies be transformed?37
The idea that women are transformed into men when bom  in Pure 
Land was thus incorporated into the idealized view of Pure
M The classical example o f transformation into male form and attainment of enlight­
enment is found in the story o f the naga girl (ryQnyo) from the “ Lotus Sutra.’’ See 
Myoho rengekyO, TD, 9:35.
“ Kuan-nien fa-men, SSZ, 1:637.
36 J  Odo wasan, SSZ, 2:493, v. 60.
37 KosO wasan, SSZ, 2:508, v. 64.
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Land in Shin Buddhism. Later Shin writings inherited this position and 
likewise stressed the obstacles to enlightenment faced by woman, as 
well as the hope offered them by the Pure Land path.38
Eshinni makes no reference to these standard Pure Land doctrines in 
her letters. Yet, it is difficult to believe that she was ignorant of them, 
for throughout her life she was constantly exposed to the vast array of 
Pure Land concepts making up Shinran’s teachings.39 Hence, it is like­
ly that she knew of the idea of women’s transformation into male form 
for birth in Pure Land, and she perhaps acknowledged its truth and 
validity at some level in her own thinking. But what is more important 
is that, even though she may have understood the concept at a doctri­
nal level, it did not seem to be operative in her thinking about Pure 
Land at an experiential level. This can be surmised from Letter X par­
ticularly. There Eshinni urges her daughter Kakushinni, as well as 
Kakushinni's female attendant Wakasa, to say the nembutsu so that 
they will be born in Pure Land with Eshinni. She in fact longs to be 
reunited with them there, and laments her separation from them in 
this world.40 In expressing these sentiments, it is hard to imagine that 
Eshinni expected to see her daughter in Pure Land in masculine form. 
On the contrary, she expected her as she was—that is, as her daughter, 
and hence as a female. The personal conviction of what their reunion 
in Pure Land might be like seemed to override and invalidate the tech­
nicalities of male transformation proclaimed in doctrine.
At the level of experience—in this case, at the level of practiced 
religion—Eshinni’s working assumption, whether conscious or not, 
seems to have been that women can be born in Pure Land as women, 
not in a reconstituted male form. Although this assumption is not cor-
“ For example, see Zonkaku’s Nyon in OjO kikigaki, SSZ, 3:109-17; and Rennyo’s 
GobunshO, SSZ, 3:415-17 (1.10), 424-26 (2.1), 436-37 (2.8), 449-51 (3.1), 456-59 (3.5), 
460-62 (3.7), 76-78 (4.3), 493 (4.10), 500-501 (5.2), 504-505 (5.7), 511-12 (5.14), 512- 
13 (5.15), 514 (5.17), 515 (5.19), and 515-16 (5.20).
”  Eshinni’s knowledge of the “ Larger Pure Land Sutra,” parts o f which are record­
ed at the end of her collection of letters, is testimony to her familiarity with Pure Land 
teachings. For the sections of the sutra she cites, see Umehara ShinryU, Eshinni monjo 
no kOkyQ (Kyoto: Nagata BunshddO, 1960), pp. 91-97. Concerning Eshinni’s exposure 
to the sutra, see Nishiguchi Junko, “Eshinni shojo shir on,” Kyoto Joshi Daigaku 
Shigakkai ShisO 48 (March 1991): 204-207.
40 Eshinni shokan, TSSZ, vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 209-10.
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roborated in Pure Land’s doctrinal literature, which is the repository 
of the idealized view of religion, there are certain intimations of it in 
popular literature. Just to cite one example, in the Genji monogatari 
(“ Tale of Genji” ) there is a passage in which Genji expresses the expec­
tation that he and his lover Murasaki, who is soon to die, will one day 
share the same lotus pedestal in Pure Land.41 It is inconceivable to 
think that Genji expected Murasaki to appear in Pure Land as a male. 
It was a female Murasaki whom Genji had known in this life, and cer­
tainly it was a female Murasaki whom he longed to join in Pure Land. 
Doctrinal interpreters might claim, in a hermeneutic of nondualism, 
that female designations do not apply in Pure Land. But from concrete 
examples it seems clear that the commonsense assumption was that 
women can be born in Pure Land as women, without undergoing trans­
formation into male form.
41 Yamagishi Tokuhei, ed.» Genji monogatari 4, “Nihon koten bungaku taikei,” 
no. 17 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1962), p. 174.
42 For example, see Denddin Tokutei Kadai KenkyOkai, Nyonin OjO (Kyoto: Hon- 
ganji Shuppanbu, 1988), pp. 23-25.
If Eshinni was indeed working from this assumption, she diverged 
from the doctrinal position articulated by Shinran in his writings. She 
presupposed that the egalitarian nature of Pure Land extends to gender 
distinctions, in addition to the variety of other distinctions which Shin­
ran did highlight. Some scholars argue that the rejection of gender dis­
tinctions is implicit in Shinran’s concept of the absolute—specifically, 
in his explication of jinen hOni, naturalness and Dharma-nature.42 
Nevertheless, what is missing in his writings is an explicit repudiation 
of the doctrines of “ transformation into male form” and “ five obstruc­
tions,”  as applied to women. For some reason, Shinran felt compelled 
to retain these—perhaps out of his scrupulous devotion to scripture 
and exegetical tradition.
What lessons can be learned from this examination of Eshinni’s let­
ters? The first is that there is a disjunction between idealized religion 
and practiced religion. It is not sufficient to take the idealized view of 
religion as a balanced and complete picture. That is, the idealized im­
age may not be an accurate reflection of what people actually think and 
do in their religious lives. The example of women’s birth in Pure Land 
seems to confirm this. In order to get a fuller picture of religion, the
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idealized image must constantly be checked against religion as it is prac­
ticed. This is not always easy to do because practiced religion, though it 
is everywhere, is not typically abstracted into discrete, identifiable for­
mulae or systematized statements of doctrine as idealized religion is. In­
stead, it appears as an amorphous and commonplace mass. Considera­
ble interpretive skills—“ reading between the lines,”  so to speak—are 
required to see what significance is inherent in it. But when its veil of 
opaqueness is rent and its implicit world-view is laid open, practiced 
religion can offer as powerful and compelling a message as idealized 
religion can.
The second lesson is that women may find a more positive ac­
knowledgment of their religious experiences in practiced religion than 
in idealized religion. The reason is that men have been the primary ar­
chitects and proponents of idealized religion, and they have rarely been 
responsive to the viewpoints of women. The doctrines of “ transforma­
tion into male form”  and “ five obstructions” are prime examples of 
this fact. Buddhism, though embraced by women from the beginning, 
has been dominated by a doctrinal bias against them. Even in its most 
conciliatory moments, Buddhist tradition has tended to replace misog­
yny only with patriarchy. But submerged in the record of practiced 
religion—letters, biographies, stories, tales, and testimonies, mostly by 
women or about women—are statements that may express or confirm 
the religious experiences of women on their own terms. Eshinni’s let­
ters can certainly function in this capacity. Though they are an un­
adorned and unsystematic piece of literature, they are devoid of the 
condescensions toward women found, for instance, in Shinran’s wasart 
hymns on women’s birth in Pure Land.
The third lesson concerns the relative importance of idealized and 
practiced religion. There is a tendency, especially within doctrinal cir­
cles, to see idealized religion as the essence and practiced religion as an 
extension of it. This emphasis on idealized religion has resulted in the 
portrayal of Shinran as an inspired figure who has extended his perfect 
vision to others. People languish in ignorance until they encounter his 
liberating message. It has also resulted in the Honganji’s perception of 
itself as the repository of Shinran’s vision which it must preserve and 
impart to the world. Practiced religion is seen, then, as an approxima­
tion of idealized religion. It is an attempt to actualize the ideal lodged 
in Shinran’s and the Honganji’s teachings. Unfortunately, in real life
121
THE EA ST ER N  BUDDH IST X X V III , I
practiced religion never seems to meet up to that ideal.
This view of religion might be describe as the * ‘trickle down” model, 
wherein the teachings move from the upper echelons to the lower 
reaches. The question to raise here is whether religion actually func­
tions this way. That is, does the ideal in fact appear first, giving struc­
ture and order to practice? Or, is practice the basis out of which the 
ideal arises? If the latter is the case, religion should be described in­
stead as a “ percolating up” process. What this means in the context of 
Shin Buddhism is that Shinran’s vision had significance because it 
arose out of sentiments that were already at work in practiced religion. 
In effect, his religious ideal was ratified and embraced by people be­
cause it conformed to their actual experience. Practiced religion, then, 
would be primary, and idealized religion an extension of it. This view is 
the one presupposed in this examination of Eshinni’s letters. Through 
it, the letters come to signify an undiluted, unembellished, first-order 
expression of religion in human experience, in contrast to the abstract­
ed and systematized structure typically found in idealized expositions 
of religion.
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